
September 5, 2010 - Psalm 139:1-5, 12-17

13 For it was you who formed my inward parts; you knit me together in my mother's womb. 14 I praise you, for I am fearfully and wonderfully made. Wonderful are your works; that I know very well. 15 My frame was not hidden from you, when I was being made in secret, intricately woven in the depths of the earth. 16 Your eyes beheld my unformed substance. In your book were written all the days that were formed for me, when none of them as yet existed. 17 How weighty to me are your thoughts, O God! How vast is the sum of them!
1 O Lord, you have searched me and known me. 2 You know when I sit down and when I rise up; you discern my thoughts from far away. 3 You search out my path and my lying down, and are acquainted with all my ways. 4 Even before a word is on my tongue, O Lord, you know it completely. 5 You hem me in, behind and before, and lay your hand upon me.
I sometimes wonder how my wife copes with me. Mostly, we stand in the same place in terms of values and commitments but, almost always, we seem to face in different directions.

The examples are endless but one of the most obvious is how we each feel around children.

Gaye, my wife, is perhaps at her most comfortable around children, followed closely by seniors. Children are not my first level of comfort. Oh, don't get me wrong, I think God does a good thing with children but they feel alien to much of my life. If Gaye was given the chance to return, for awhile, to her childhood, she would not hesitate. For me, if I were to step back, perhaps it would be to age 29; this was when I knew the most for sure! (Since then, the questions have been rapidly outstripping the answers.)

And, not surprisingly, our comfort level becomes vividly apparent in how we talk to grandchildren when they move towards territory into which they are not supposed to go. My tongue comes quickly out of the holster - "Don't touch that! Put that down! No!" Too often I resemble one of those guys in a comedy who has been cornered by guard dogs and he is searching for the word to release them. "Don't! Stop! No! Abracadabra!"  What makes this child back away?
Whereas Gaye - and all our daughters actually - have the amazing ability to intervene without either terrifying the children or forcing a "my will is bigger than your will" kind of standoff. "Oh, isn't that knife of Papa's interesting. Let’s leave it here while we go and see if there are any blueberries and we can make blueberry pancakes!" Instead of my "What are you doing in here? Up against the wall!" they say, "Doesn't Papa's office have lots of interesting things! I wonder what we can discover outside? Good spying!"

I understand that the kind of messages we give children are vitally important and I'm working on my affirmations - "Oh, you went pee on the potty, that's great!" And I'm all for positive self-esteem and encouragement – and their way is the better way, absolutely no doubt! - but sometimes - between you and I - I wonder what the cutting edge of the gospel will be for their generation when their lives seem often to be overflowing with affirmation. Good job!
This text from the Psalms - "I will thank you because I am marvelously made" …
For some of us, this declaration comes as amazing good news, even though, as Canadians, we might have difficulty with the phrasing. I once overheard a group of women in their 50s and 60s looking at pictures of themselves in their early twenties. "You know, I didn't look half bad then. I wished I had enjoyed it more" Clearly a statement by a Canadian woman of a particular generation! (No “smokin’ hot, drop dead gorgeous” comments, except perhaps by husbands, who can be ignored because they’re paid to say that stuff anyway!)
But even beyond that, many of us struggle with this warm embrace by God, this bold declaration that "God didn't make no junk!", including us, not just because of the mirror or the scale but because life has intervened. We have done some things that, looking back, we wish we had not - or at least had not done them in the way we did. We have, at times, been too self-preoccupied (no matter our noble rationalizations) and we have, at times, squandered many of the gifts and much of the passion that were ours. Our children have not always turned out as well as we dreamed and even though we are well aware that "their decisions are their decisions" we wonder, sometimes, if we had known something better to say or do (or not do), might they have chosen more wisely?

"I thank you because I am marvelously made!" Hmmm.
Notice that this declaration is not merit or consequence based. There is no argument about whether we deserve this, no debate or rationalization – “Oh, of course you’re still a good person, it wasn’t that bad! You have some good qualities.” Or, “I didn’t think it was that hurtful.” No, this bold declaration ranks with the other big Christian words like grace and forgiveness. Merit and worth pale before God’s decision and gift – “marvelously made!; or, in language more familiar to the New Testament, “beloved.” Just because God says.
I rejoice that in recent times there has been a movement in business and educational circles to focus upon one's strengths. The emphasis has moved away from obsessing about weaknesses and inadequacies. "Oh, six A's but I see one B in there. What's happening with that?" "Oh, you were in the Olympics, but silver." Even in the church, we are slowly moving away from a preoccupation with flaws and inadequacy and a fascination with all the things we are not and the litany of "if only's” -  "If only we had more money. If only we had a younger leader! If only we had an older leader! If only we sang more of the music I like. If only we had more chocolate at coffee time!" We are moving now to focus more upon questions like, What are the particular strengths that we, as a unique congregation, can offer to God and to this community?" What are the opportunities afforded by our building? What are the particular needs of this community that are congruent with the interests, strength and talents of this congregation? We are beginning to see ourselves not as entitled to a certain respect or position within the community but as gifted and equipped, marvelous in a particular way, to share in God's work.

Sometimes that shift in perspective is not easy. For it is not just a language issue but it is a matter of the spirit to focus upon gifts and possibilities rather than upon all the things that we may feel we lack. For we are trained, in this society, to pay more attention to wants, real or imagined. "Oh, wouldn't life be so much better if only we could have, if only we could buy ...."

To see ourselves as (already) marvelously made, well... "sure, she can say that. If I was her I could say that too" but I'm just me.

And it is so subtle. By the time many of us reach a certain age, we have really learned well the lessons of how imperfect we are, of how much of our desires and dreams we need to keep secret. In fact, some of us have gotten so good at it we even find it difficult to name our deepest yearnings.

One of my most recent cross checks by grace occurred in this area of yearning. For I was raised in a household where obsessions and compulsions were the norm and I quickly learned that one should not pay attention to certain feelings because they were wrong, probably pathological, and, if aired, might require therapy. And that was certainly reinforced in early days in the church where people seemed as excited as piranha with fresh meat to discover you might have “an issue.” So it came as a word of grace to me to read a sentence in one of John O'Donohue's books that dared to affirm that some of our deepest yearnings may in fact be gifts of God, gifts given to draw us toward a deeper and fuller life (and not just selfishness). And so I have a fresh shot of courage as a spiritual spelunker, probing deeper yearnings. But the fundamental point stands and is affirmed.

"... because I am marvelously made" An amazing word of grace and, to some of us, a call towards a future of discovery.

II. I wonder if this will be the cutting edge of the gospel for my grandchildren; or will it be "well yeah. Marvelously made, for sure. I've heard that from before I was born, when they used to rub my Mommy's tummy and play me music." Will the baby boomer assumption of entitlement to an entertaining life full of toys and amusement filter down and another word be needed?

Will the emphasis in the sentence need to shift to be upon the God who has made us and calls us beloved?

Just as an aside, the references to God making/creating us are not technical statements, they are not about the science but about the intent behind our existence. We are not here by accident but through the intention of God. No matter what our parents may have thought, we are not a mistake, an oversight, a "well I guess God couldn't get anyone better."

The Psalm reading vibrates with the cadence of "the Lord" who acts, the God who brought into being, the Creator who forms us in the womb. We are God's marvelous creation. And that brings with it a certain responsibility and accountability. We are God's. Our life has its root and its destiny in God.

The astounding nature of this perhaps only comes into focus through contrast with the dominant message of our time which is that our life is ours to create, our story is what we choose to make it and we can fill it with whatever we like. The gospel word is that our life is not just ours. Now I am not arguing for a return to a duty determined life where all our desires are dismissed. But I am saying that if we do seek a life that is deep in meaning and full of blessing then that kind of life will not be found simply through a focus on our own entertainment and comfort. Questions of purpose become relevant and remain relevant. For what was I made the way I was made? For what have I been shaped?

One of the saddest observations I have of the larger church is how many people and groups of people feel the church does not want or need them because of who they are. It may not be the case in this congregation but, in most congregations, men do not feel they have a valuable place, that the church can be a platform from which their ministry is launched and supported. IF they have an association they do so to please their wife or lover. As one man said to me, "I come because my wife is the minister and I'm here to support her." Now, in many cases, business people and entrepreneurs in particular, feel as if they are on foreign turf. We have pretty much bred out any entrepreneurial instinct in our clergy, ironically at the very time when we desperately need that kind of creativity and opportunity vision. Young people are often made to feel they are the church in waiting, when you grow up then you can try to be like us. For some reason they flee! And this in a world where some of the biggest and most creative companies in the world have CEOs in their twenties and early thirties! In the coming years the church will need to become a greater platform from which people launch their creative adventures. And, at our best, perhaps we as a community can function as a grace-filled, Christian Dragon's Den where we push one another and help each through productive challenge and the provision of resources for amazing ventures and adventures in grace.

I am marvelously made by God, called to serve, to be part of God's dream and so to realize the wonder of my creation. 

Like so much of the gospel of Jesus Christ, such proclamation is both amazing and uncomfortable. We like the warm bath of affirmation but the call stuff can make the bones hurt when we have to move from our comfortable chair.

As it is true for us as individuals it is also true for us as a congregation for there is seldom a word spoken through the Scriptures that does not have more of a community reference than an individual focus. 

So here we are at Oak Bay United Church - marvelously made. And is it not true? We are situated in a beautiful community and worship in a marvelous space which would be the envy of 95% of United Church congregations across the country. Love the colours, the seats are comfortable, the sound is great, sight lines are good, we have an elevator, a finished hall downstairs. And as the community discovers this marvelous facility it will be used, by the CBC, by choirs, by drama and other art groups, by those who seek to meet to transform their lives. We are marvelously made - and it is not only the building. As a congregation we are so rich with talent and experience that mostly we see only the top 1% (and, to be fair, many try and hide behind the flag of "I'm retired." And God says, “That’s good, tell me another one!”) But rich we are and not only in our personnel and activities but in our connections. We caught a glimpse of this in Del’s work on the building – so many things donated to us because of the Del and Lynn connection. I hunch we have only begun to let ourselves play with those possibilities. As we slowly move from the mentality of scarcity and bareness to one of bounty and beauty we are only beginning to dream. Wouldn't it be great if we could have banners and quilts hanging from these support struts. Well, I know someone who's into silkscreening or quilts or ...

Wouldn't it be great if we could turn that back garden into a more beautiful, meditative space? Well, I know some people who are master gardeners who might like a crack at a project like that. Wouldn't it be great if ... Shake the imagination, crack open the dream box and I wonder what might emerge.
Marvelously made ... by God to share in God’s mission.
An outpost, a platform, an amazing vehicle through which lives may be transformed so that all with whom we come into contact may come to view their lives with wonder, with a sense of discovery, with gratitude, so that all with whom we come into contact may know their lives have meaning and that God can use their talents and gifts in ways beyond even their imagining.

Wouldn't that be a way to think of ourselves and speak to others? 

To be able to pray, without Canadian reticence, pride or false modesty: 
O God, I praise you, for I am fearfully and wonderfully made. 
Wonderful are your works; that I know very well.
Wouldn't that be marvelous?
Prayers

Our God, we give you thanks.

Thank you for not being the stereotypical Canadian, buttoned down by restraint and understatement.

Thank you for your exuberance with the colours of the world


For your curiosity with the varieties of people and species


For daring to name your creations as good and marvelous.

Thank you for who we are


Though all the paths to our present may not have been smooth nor our decisions error free


Though each day may hold the possibility of spirit crushing burdens or heavy news

Still, we give you thanks.

Turn us toward the future, away from all the reasonableness that would bind us. Help us to go on from where we are, acknowledging not only our experience and strength but also those of this company with whom we journey and who shall support us. We are not alone.
Continue to recast the names and re-write the scripts that we may have had thrust upon us or gained throughout the years – as individuals and as a congregation - until our story resembles that of which you dream.

Continue to fill this sanctuary with your presence so that all who venture in may experience your welcome, through us, and your evaluation that they are marvelous. Continue to work so that those who come and we who are here may know possibility and transformation because it is the stuff of our daily living.
Dare we ask for more than a deep sense that we are beloved?

Perhaps

Might we also ask that your spirit continue to pull us beyond ourselves, to dream beyond the box of our self-image or this sanctuary?
Might we imagine a place where all find a platform for their ministry, where we continue to expand our engagement with your world, where we dare to affirm hope, not out of ignorance, privilege or naivete but because hope born of awareness of your power is the only reasonable response.

All of this and more beside we bring before you, as the people of old brought their aches and yearnings, their joys and dreams; and you taught them to pray, as we sing,
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